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In December 1946, a young professor of lettres at the University of Rennes, Pierre Jakez-
Hélias, accepted a new, non-academic professional appointment. Hélias, a native Breton speaker 
born in the pays bigouden in southwest Finistère in 1914, had worked his way up the echelons of 
French academia before accepting the position of director of “émissions en langue bretonne” at 
radio Quimer’ch (Hélias, 143). A year later, Hélias voluntarily abandoned his position at the 
University of Rennes to relocate to Quimper in western Finistère. Though he continued to teach 
at the Ecole Normale d’Instituteurs de Quimper, this role was secondary to his recent transition 
to radio. This move from Rennes to Quimper allowed Hélias to re-immerse himself in his native 
Breton language, fulfilling his desire to: 
[…] résider en pays bretonnant, tout près de mon village natal, en mesure de parler breton 
tous les jours et en contact permanent avec des jeunes gens dont la plupart étaient 
d’origine populaire et bretonnante (147).  
 
Living once again among Breton speakers and developing a weekly radio program in the Breton 
language for the increasingly aging, Breton-speaking population became Hélias’s primary 
professional endeavor for the next fourteen years, until 1959. These radio programs put him on 
the map, making Pierre Jakez-Hélias or Jakez, as he was known on the air, something of a local 
celebrity. In 1975, with the publication of his memoires, Le Cheval d’Orgueil, Hélias’s name 
became synonymous with the Breton language and culture and captured national and even 
international attention. By the second half of the 20th century, Hélias came to represent nostalgia 
for a presumably dead or dying culture and language, the remanence of the Breton language and 
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civilization which, during the industrialization and modernization of France in the 1970s, 
captivated the nation’s imagination. Per Jakez’s memoires became a national bestseller and were 
translated into eighteen languages and even adapted for the silver screen, creating a portal into a 
culture of an earlier time that seemed far enough removed from the present to be foreign and 
even exotic.  
While Hélias’s contribution to Breton language radio is incontournable, his work 
represents just one example of radio in the Breton region. In my paper today, I will discuss other 
examples of Breton radio before and after the end of the French state’s monopoly on radio 
broadcast in 1982. These stations, whose stories can be found in the archives of the Institut 
National de l’Audiovisuel (INA) in Paris, demonstrate, I argue, that regional radios played an 
important role in decentralizing French broadcast media in the 1970s and 1980s. The relationship 
between decentralized, independent radio stations and minority identity groups within France is 
the focus of my larger project which considers the medium of radio—particularly multilingual 
and community radio— as a force of political and cultural change in contemporary France. In my 
book-in-progress, Race, Radio, and the Republic, I examine the concurrence of two significant 
historical phenomena: the rise of immigration and identity politics and the exponential increase 
of FM radio stations from the 1970s to the late 1980s. I seek to build on the work of historian 
Rebecca Scales who has argued that radio broadcasting in the entre-deux-guerres period in 
France shaped new understandings of political and national space, constituting a “radio-nation” 
in which practices of listening can be understood as acts of citizenship (Scales, 2018). In my 
project, I examine the proliferation of illegal, community radios—known as radios libres or 
pirates—in the 1970s as shaping and restructuring post-1968 identity politics and participating in 
a social and political, albeit highly contested, shift towards French neoliberalism. Informed by 
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Frantz Fanon’s theorization of radio during the Algerian War as a tool of political resistance, 
forging a new national identity, I seek to show that local, community radio stations in 
Postcolonial France not only amplified minority and marginalized voices, but, moreover, 
transformed the ways in which the French public created and consumed news, music, and 
information (Fanon, 1968). I attempt to situate radio as central to the celebration of 
multiculturalism in France in the 1980s as well as to the expression of increasing anxieties 
around French identity.  
In my talk today, I will outline a few examples of such radios libres  in the region of 
Brittany which operated from the late 1970s through the 1980s. Coverage of these stations and 
their activities in the written press offers valuable perspective into how these stations fought for 
their existence, defined themselves, and reimagined what “Breton media” or “local news” 
sounded like. These stations became, I argue, new platforms of expression through and by which 
citizens remixed what it meant to reclaim Breton identity and celebrate this minority, regional 
culture. In the conclusion of my talk, I will gesture to a couple of examples of how a 
poststructuralist and postcolonial approach to community radio accounts for the diverse and 
complex ways in which the listening public creates and mediates the meaning that broadcast 
sound and productions can have for local communities. Drawing on the poststructuralist 
challenge to traditional understandings of identity which would define an identity as a fixed and 
stable entity, I seek to explore and better understand the ways in which radio and radiophonic 
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The Politics of Radio  
By the end of the 1970s, the political debate around whether or not to lift the state’s 
monopoly on radio broadcast was at its height. Charles de Gaulle had put the monopoly into 
place in 1944 with the creation of Radiodiffusion Française, the ancestor of l’Office de la 
Radiodiffusion-Télévision Française which was reformed and dissolved in 1974 following public 
outcry of the state’s control of the media during May 1968. Though President Valery Giscard 
d’Estaing had made changes to the highly centralized, bureaucratic institution, the French 
government maintained its exclusive privilege to broadcast radio and television emissions and 
punished any infringements of the monopoly with fines and even imprisonment. By 1978, 
however, public pressure had been rising for the French state to relax these strict measures and 
some more moderate Senators began arguing in favor of lifting the monopoly. Senator Henri 
Caillavat, a celebrated member of the Resistance belonging to the center left Parti Radical, 
attempted to persuade his colleagues in the Senate to find a middle path between maintaining the 
monopoly and devolving into information anarchy, which was the often repeated, feared 
alternative. Caillavat argued emphatically that the government needed to relax its strict, 
centralized monopoly on radio broadcast for political and cultural reasons. The French public, he 
argued, had developed an appetite for local and regional news. Pandora’s box had been opened. 
It was no longer conceivable that all news and radio programming throughout France be 
broadcast from the centralized headquarters of Paris. As France was developing into a leading 
European nation, he argued, she should not forget her regional origins:   
Dans la mesure où nous voulons l’Europe, il faut que nous nous souciions de nos origines 
et de l’existence que nous pouvons mener dans une région donnée. Le monopole est-il en 
mesure de favoriser cette liberté d’expression ? […] Si nous voulons donner 
l’indépendance à Radio France, il ne faudra pas la lui reprendre au plan local, 
régional (Journal Officiel de la République Française, 1683). 
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At the time of these oral arguments, Caillavat’s voice was in the minority. The French state’s 
monopoly would be upheld until shortly after Socialist President François Mitterrand’s election, 
after which a new media bureaucracy was created in July of 1982: la Haute Autorité de la 
communication audiovisuelle. While the Haute Autorité technically brought an end to the state’s 
broadcast monopoly, many of those working in radio would not be able to tell the difference. In 
the Paris region, the Haute Autorité authorized operations for a meager list of 18 FM stations 
whereas hundreds of such stations in the department of Ile-de-France continued to transmit 
illegally. Throughout the decade of the 1980s, radio journalists operating illegal stations faced 
fines, seizure of their material, and even imprisonment for broadcasting without proper 
authorization.  
 
Breton on the Air  
  As early as 1968, broadcast authorities had begun to recognize the need for decentralized 
and regional-focused programming in France. Instead of allowing regional journalists to create 
and diffuse their own content, however, the ORTF, headquartered in Paris, attempted to create its 
own regionally focused programming. Radio programs such as Radio-Vacances, a seasonal radio 
show which accompanied Parisians on their vacations to holiday destinations within France 
(such as the Basque Country and Brittany), and its successor FIP 514 (France-Inter-Paris) were 
designed as initiatives to “decentralize” and add “local color” to the French airwaves (Thomas, 
158). Radio-Vacances made minimal efforts to conduct substantive local reporting but 
addressed, rather, its Parisian audiences, entertaining its loyal listeners during their summer get-
a-ways. Nevertheless, the makeshift broadcasting studios created during these seasonal programs 
would, in some cases, provide local journalists with broadcasting equipment which they, in turn, 
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could take over and use to create their own radio shows once the Parisians returned to their 
normal lives in September.  
At the same time, regional activists in Brittany became vocal critics of French 
broadcasting and demanded more airtime for the Breton language which was rapidly becoming a 
severely endangered language at risk of extinction. During his visit to the Breton regional 
headquarters of the ORTF in February of 1969, De Gaulle was met by protestors critical of the 
Office and angered by the fact that the only Breton language programming on Radio-Brest was 
limited to five minutes a day and consisted primarily of the reading a Breton translation of 
Robinson Crusoe (Thomas, 154). The lack of Breton on the television was equally contentious. 
During the entire calendar year of 1973, the Breton language was broadcast for a grand total of 
just 16 hours (Thomas, 161). In 1974, Breton militants and members of the Front de Liberation 
de la Bretagne (FLB) blew up a television transmitter to call attention to the lack of 
representation of the Breton language on the air and to denounce the “Parisian media” as 
“moyens d’oppression culturelle” (Thomas, 161). While the FLB’s actions were extreme, they 
drew attention to the fact that regional languages, Breton included, were almost completely 
absent from French broadcasting during the 1970s. Jakez’s Breton-language show on Radio 
Quimer’ch was broadcast during a mere 30 minutes per week from 1946-1959 before he retired 
from the radio to focus on his literary career. His radio co-host, Charlez Ar Gall, took over in 
Hélias’s stead and slowly expanded Breton language programming, though not without setbacks. 
In 1962, Ar Gall was officially sanctioned and suspended for broadcasting a Breton song 
“Emgann Montroulez,” “La Bataille de Morlaix,” which was understood as a gesture of 
solidarity with Breton farmers who had occupied the sous-préfecture in protest of rising prices 
making it increasingly difficult earn their living (Calvez, 149). A few years later, Ar Gall 
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expanded Breton language program with his radio show entitled “Ar Vretoned o komz 
Brezhoneg,” or, in French, “Les Bretons parlent breton,” which was broadcast for 57 minutes a 
day from July 17, 1966 to December 14, 1974. This show offered its listeners a variety of 
cultural and informational programming featuring cultural events in the region, local news, 
Breton and Celtic musical interludes, classes on the Breton language, and interviews with Breton 
speakers about their daily lives and professional activities.1 Ar Gall continued to pioneer Breton 
language broadcasting for the remainder of his career. In 1964, he became the first person to 
speak Breton on live TV, responsible for announcing the daily news in the Breton language for 
which the ORTF had agreed to allocate exactly one and a half minutes per day. In 1971, Ar Gall 
had successfully expanded this coverage with his daily 20-minute regional show, “Breiz O 
Veva,” “Living in Brittany,” to which his wife Chanig Ar Gall greatly contributed. His focus 
having turned to television, Ar Gall’s radio program “Ar vretoned o komz brezhoneg” ceased 
broadcasting in 1974. Until 1982, after the creation of the Haute Autorité and the expansion of 
regional programming on the France 3 channels, the French government did not support any 
regional broadcast in the Breton language. Pirate radio stations, or radios libres, took on the 
mantel of putting Breton back on the air.  
 
Rogue Radios  
I will now briefly describe two examples of radios libres in Brittany in the early 1980s: 
Radio Armorique and Radio Brest Atlantique. While the former was primarily a cultural station 
and the latter considered to be a political station, both illustrate how local stations brought Breton 
 
1 The program is described as follows in an official report commission by the INAthèque in Rennes, Brittany: 
“l’agenda des sorties culturelles ou religieuse en breton, des cours de breton, les actualités du pays ou encore des 
rencontres avec divers brittophones dans leurs secteurs d’activité” (Guillouzic-Gouret, 5). 
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voices on the air and transformed what radio news and media sounded like in Brittany. Radio-
Armorique, to begin, was expressly involved in the language preservation mission. In 1982, 
students in Celtic studies protested over the government’s suppression of Breton language 
stations after the only Breton language radio show on Radio-Armorique was taken off the air in 
the eastern departments of Brittany. Students rallied to denounce, “l’attitude du gouvernement 
après les changements intervenus à la radio” (Ouest France, 1982). While this reporting 
indicates that the Breton language programming was declining, the musical programing, on the 
other hand, seemed to be expanding. Radio-Armorique’s “La Musique des Bretons” celebrated 
its 300th broadcast in the summer of 1982. Jean-Pierre Pichard and Hervé Jaouen, two radio 
animateurs without formal journalistic training, began this program on their own by traveling 
around Brittany and even to Scotland and Ireland to record Celtic music. This program is an 
example of how radios libres pushed the boundaries of journalistic standards and traditions. 
They recorded very little in studio and, instead, met musicians where they worked, which, at 
times, compromised the quality of the sound recording. Pichard and Jaouen, both volunteers 
unpaid for their radio work, emphasized that the goal of their program was to demonstrate that 
Breton and Celtic music was not something of the past but, rather, that it is alive and well, a 
source of ongoing musical creativity and output:  
[…] notre objectif a été de montrer l’actualité de la musique bretonne qui n’est pas une 
musique du passé. On se disait au début que nous aurions vite fait le tour. Six ans après, 
nous ne sommes pourtant pas à court de sujets. Il y a des musiciens comme Melaine 
Favennec ou les Sonerien Du que nous n’avons pas encore trouvé le temps d’accueillir 
(Ouest France, 1982).  
 
While Radio Armorique’s mission was cultural and focused on language activism and 
preservation, other radios libres in Brittany had overtly political goals. One of the most well-
known of these was Radio-Brest Atlantique (RBA). This station received a particular amount of 
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attention in the press after the police stormed its broadcasting headquarters in April 1981, seizing 
its equipment for having broken the monopoly on radio broadcasting. In this instance, the state 
appeared to be abusing its power in favor of its own political interests. Radio Brest Atlantique 
(RBA) was created with the support of the Socialist Party of Brest in an effort to help the 
campaign of then Presidential candidate François Mitterrand. The police interrupted transmission 
precisely at the moment when the station was set to broadcast a speech by Mitterrand. The 
Socialist Party seized on this clear example of repression of speech to criticize Giscard’s 
government, making the claim that, “c’est la preuve que le pouvoir giscardien ne supporte pas 
d’autres paroles que la sienne” (Le quotidien, 1981). The municipality of Brest, which itself 
leaned socialist, sued the police for “vol et abus de pouvoir” (Le quotidien, 1981). Though RBA 
had strong evidence to show in their argument that the government had censored the station, 
some nevertheless accused the RBA of political posturing. Conservative journalist Jean Ferré 
who published a regular chronicle on the subject of radios libres in Figaro Magazine called into 
question how “libre” RBA truly was, given its political affiliations. “Tandis que la loi du pouvoir 
à Paris affame les radios vraiment libres,” he wrote, “dans les municipalités socialo-
communistes, c’est la grande bouffe” (Figaro Magazine). Ferré argued here that RBA was 
financially supported by the socialist municipality of Brest and that, consequentially, it was more 
“libre” than many other radios fighting for their existence. In its defense, RBA’s team argued 
that political messaging had very little to do with their programming, disputing the label of 
“radio socialiste” (Presse Océan, 1981). Rather, RBA attempted to position itself as “une radio 
de service et de débat” (Presse Océan, 1981). Journalist for Le Monde, Marie-Christine Robert, 
described the station as follows:  
[…] Un forum qui accueille des hommes politiques de toutes tendances, radio de 
consommateurs, RBA veut devenir la radio des Brestois. Elle invite le matin des 
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auditeurs à prendre le café en discutant de leur quartier ou de leur métier ; des écoliers, 
des personnes âgées, auront leur créneau horaire. Faire une radio différente n’est pas 
facile. D’autant que la participation des non-professionnels oblige ceux qui les accueillent 
à maîtriser parfaitement leur technique (Le Monde, 1981).  
 
The RBA, similar to Radio Armorique, prided itself on its Breton cultural programming which 
included local news, Breton language courses and conversations, cultural reporting, call-ins from 
the community, and, of course, Breton and Celtic music. The difference, however, with a station 
like Radio Armorique was that RBA was able to afford a far more ambitious programming 
schedule, broadcasting at one point, as journalist Jean Guisnel reported in Libération, up to 11 
hours per day (Liberation, 1981).   
 Ultimately, the RBA was a particularly successful radio libre and the support it received 
from the local municipality of Brest was indeed key to the station’s success. In February 1982, 
the city of Brest voted to subsidize the station with 780,000 Francs per year (roughly the 
equivalent of 120,000 euros per year today). While these subsidies supported the development of 
local programming, the move was seen as unfair and an expression of favoritism by many, 
including members of the local Communist Party.2 Further reporting throughout the 1980s, even 
after Mitterrand was elected in 1981 and partially (though not entirely) lifted the broadcast 
monopoly, demonstrates that financial support and budgetary constraints continued to be a 
limiting and determining factor for local and regional stations. In 1986, for example, the 
rédacteur en chef of Radio-Bretagne Ouest, Bruno Denaes, bemoaned budgetary and salary cuts 
to their station. Even though RBO was a regional branch of Radio France, Denaes argued, the 
station was at a disadvantage compared to local private stations which were commercial stations, 
operating with their own budgets. “Notre fonctionnement,” he states in an interview in Ouest 
 
2 Comment from members of the Communist Party are found cited in an article entitled “’Radio-Brest-Atlantique’: 
le P.C. ne veut rien entendre,” on the following website: http://www.radiobrest.net/radio-brest-atlantique-4.html 
(Accessed April 15, 2020).  
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France from 1986, “n’a rien à voir […] elles ne font pas d’information locale, ce qui coûte le 
plus cher. Ce sont des radios commerciales qui ont un budget de fonctionnement restreint” 
(Ouest France, 1986). Local private stations, he points out, do not necessarily engage in local 
news reporting. This type of reporting, involving local journalists producing stories and news 
unique to a given region, comes at a higher cost, requiring budgets which Radio France was 
increasingly unwilling to accommodate. Local and decentralized radio of quality was a luxury 
that few networks were willing or able to afford by the end of the 1980s.  
 
Conclusion  
 RBA, Radio Armorique, and Radio-Bretagne Ouest are just a few examples of the 
diversity of Breton stations from the late 1970s through the 1980s. Many other Breton radios 
libres came into existence during this time, though they were often short-lived. Some radio 
stations were designed to support protest movements, such as Radio Plogoff which broadcast live 
the community of Plogoff’s ultimately successful movement of civil disobedience and resistance 
to the government’s plans to build a nuclear power plant nearby. Breton radio, furthermore, 
continues to be a successful means of language preservation and cultural expression. By the end 
of the 1990s, several Breton localities had created their own fully Breton-language stations, all of 
which still broadcast today on the air as well as online: Radio Kreiz Breizh, Radio Bro Gwened, 
Avorig FM, and Radio Kerne (Calvez, 151). In addition to celebrating and showcasing Breton 
cultural events, information, and news, these stations moreover create jobs which require fluency 
in Breton, providing economic opportunity which is critical for a language’s survival.  
 Pierre Jakez Hélias, mentioned at the beginning of this paper, was unquestionably one of 
the pioneers of Breton language radio. Paradoxically, however, he was highly criticized by 
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Breton language and cultural activists of the 1970s who considered Hélias to be a representative 
not just of an older generation of Breton speakers, but also of a mentality which considered the 
Breton language to be a relic of the past. Hélias was often criticized for failing to imagine a 
future for the language and for, rather, documenting the language as something to be preserved 
before its inevitable extinction. Despite this criticism, Hélias and his successor Ar Gall 
nevertheless successfully ensured that the Breton language could be heard on the air over the 
course of three decades while France’s strict broadcast monopoly was still in place. The radios 
libres which followed in their stead demonstrate how radio broadcasting became an important 
tool of political, cultural, and linguistic advocacy in the region of Brittany, as it did in other 
regional and cultural communities throughout France. In my project, I consider these stations as 
examples of how radio became, in the age of radios libres, a tool for listener-engagement and 
participation. Radio libres created opportunities for individuals to, quite literally, have their 
voices heard and to become increasingly independent creators of news and content, generating 
new and at times contradictory discourses of identity and belonging. Radio, I argue, is a space in 
and through which creolization becomes possible. Creolization, as theorized by Glissant, is the 
process by which several cultures come into contact with each other and create something 
unexpected and entirely new as a result (Glissant, 1997). The sonic environment of the radio, I 
argue, is not just a space in which different cultures can hear each other. It is also a process 
through which these cultures and voices inform and transform one another.  
In conclusion, I will briefly mention two examples of how radio can be understood as a 
means of creolization in relation to Breton literature and identity upon which I expand in my 
book. The first is Breton poet Paol Keineg’s 1967 lyrical poem, Le Poème du Pays qui a faim, 
which was one of the most celebrated Breton poems of the 20th century. Published during the rise 
 deSaussure 13 
of the Breton cultural renaissance of the 1970s, known by the Breton term Emsav, the poem was 
celebrated as a powerful expression of the anger and revolt experienced by generations of 
Bretons in the face of cultural stigmatization and marginalization, the disappearance of their 
language, and the economic hardship and poverty felt throughout rural areas of the region. 
Keineg was inspired to write Le Poème du Pays qui a faim after hearing Aimé Césaire’s Cahier 
d’un retour au pays natal recited on the radio. At the time, Keineg did not know who Césaire 
was or where he was from, but he later described the sound of Césaire’s verses as a lightning bolt 
of inspiration which inspired the young poet to write. Keineg’s poem, as I analyze elsewhere in 
my work, closely resembles Césaire’s Cahier in its form, lyricism, and prosody. Though one 
could argue that the intertextuality between Keineg’s Poème and Césaire’s Cahier could be an 
example of cultural appropriation, I consider, rather, Keineg’s work as the result of radio’s 
power to speak directly to listeners, inspiring discourses of solidarity and identification across 
racial, socioeconomic, religious, and cultural categories. Césaire’s voice resonates through 
Keineg’s poem such that we can hear Keineg listening to Césaire. The Cahier, one of the 
founding poems of Negritude, was mediated through radio performance and created something 
new which would inspire a young generation of Breton activists.  
Radio does not have to be explicitly about Brittany or Breton culture in order to create 
and produce meaning for Breton communities. By the same token, it is also important to 
recognize that France’s national programming was far from devoid of regional discourses and 
identities. Here too, Breton voices left their mark. One of France Culture’s most celebrated radio 
editors, Yann Paranthoën, was the son of a Breton stonemason. His sound editing techniques, 
which he had perfected as an artform, were distinctive and recognizable to many listeners. 
Known for his long-form interview style which involved meeting the interviewed subject in their 
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environment, wherever that may be, and allowing long silences, hesitations, and verbal fumbles 
to remain in the final cut, Paranthoën was referred to as le tailleur des sons, a homage to his 
Breton origins and father’s profession (Paranthoën, 1990). Paranthoën was not only innovative 
and remarkable in terms of the form of his work, he also brought voices on the air that would 
otherwise have been absent from radio content. One famous piece from Paranthoën, Lulu, is a 
lengthy interview with the women, many of whom were immigrants, who were janitors at the 
Maison de la Radio where France Culture and all other Radio France programs are produced 
(Paranthoën, 1992). Paranthoën’s tremendous contribution to French public radio, I argue, 
demonstrates that French national radio inflects regional voices and perspectives, if one knows 
how to listen for them. Radio, whether regional or national, calls to be studied as a tool of 
cultural creolization and a platform by and through which discourses of diverse identities in 
Postcolonial France interact, intermix, and produce new forms of expression. 
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